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HOMECOMiNQ
ShinlEy A nn G rau
The telegram was in  the m iddle o f the dining room table. It was 
leaning against the cut-glass bowl that sometimes held oranges, only 
this week nobody had bought any. There w asjust the empty bowl, lightly 
dust coated and flecked with orange oil. And the telegram.
“Did you have to put it there?” Susan asked her mother.
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” her mother said.
“I’m  not ashamed,” she said, “but why did you put it there?" 
“It’s something to be proud of.”
“It looks just like a sign.”
“People w ill want to see it,” her m other said.
“Yes,” Susan said. “I guess they w ill.”
She took her time dressing, deliberately. Twice her m other called up the 
stairs. “Susan, hurry. I told people any time after three o ’clock.”
And they were prompt, some o f them anyway. (How m any had 
her m other asked? She’d been such a long time on the phone this 
morning...) Susan had heard them come, heard theirvo ices echo in the 
high-ceilinged hall, heard the boards creak with unaccustomed weight. 
She could follow their movements in the sounds o f the old boards. As 
clearly as if she were looking at them, she knew that the wom en had 
stayed inside and the m en had moved to the porches.
Wide porches ran completely around two sides o f the house, 
south and west. “Porches are best in old houses like this,” her mother 
often said. “Good, useful porches.”
The west porch was the morning porch. Its deep overhang kept 
o ff the sun even in these July afternoons. There was a little fringe o f 
moonflower vine too, across the eaves, like lace on a doily. The big white 
moonflowers opened each night like white stars and each morning, like 
squashed bugs, dropped to the ground. They were trained so carefully 
on little concealed w ires up there that they never once littered the 
porch... The south porch was the winter porch. The slanted w inter sun 
always reached that side, bare and clear, no vines, no planting. A  porch 
for old people. W here the w inter sun could warm their thin blood, and 
send it pumping through knotty blue veins. Her grandmother sat out 
there, sightless in the sun, all one winter. Every good day, every 
afternoon until she died...
Susan always thought one porch was much bigger until she 
measured them— carefully, on hands and knees, with a tape measure.
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How funny, she thought; they seemed so different to be ju s t the same.
On this particular afternoon, as Susan came downstairs— 
slowly, reluctantly, hesitating at each step— she glanced toward the 
sound o f m en's voices on the south porch. Looking through the screen 
into the light, she saw no faces, ju s t the glaring dazzle o f white shirts. 
She heard the little rattle o f ice in their glasses and she smelled the faint 
m usty sweet odor o f bourbon.
Like a wake, she thought. Exactly like a wake.
Her m other called; “In the dining room, dear.”
There w as coffee on the table, and an ice bucket and a bottle of 
sherry and two bottles o f bourbon. “Come in, Susan,” her m other said. 
“The girls are here to see you .”
O f course, Susan thought. They had to be first, her m other’s best 
friends, Mrs. Benson and Mrs. Watkins, each holding a sherry glass. 
Each kissed her, each with a pu ff o f faint flower scent from  the folds of 
their flowered dresses. “W e are so sorry, Susan,” they said one after the 
other.
Susan started to say thank you and then decided to say nothing.
Mrs. Benson peered over her sherry glass at the telegram 
propped on the table next to the good silver coffeepot. "I thought the 
Defense Departm ent sent them ,” she said, “that’s what I always heard.”
Susan’s m other said emphatically, her light voice straining over 
the words, ju s t the way it always did: “They sent me one for my 
husband.”
“That’s right,” Mrs. W atkins nodded. “I saw it ju st now when I 
came in. R ight under the steps in the hall. In that little gold fram e.”
“W hen I read that telegram ,” Susan’s mother said, “I got a pain 
in m y heart that I never got rid of. I carried that pain in m y heart from 
that day to this.”
And Susan said, patiently explaining: ‘T h e  arm y told Harold's 
parents.”
“And the Carters sent word to you ,” her m other said firmly. Her 
hand w ith its broad wedding band flapped in the air. T h e re  on the table, 
that’s the word they sent.”
A ll o f a sudden Susan’s black dress was too hot, and too tight. 
She was perspiring all over it. She would ruin it, and it was her good 
dress.
“I’m  so hot,” she said. “I’ve got to change to something lighter.”
Her m other followed her upstairs. “You ’re upset,” she said, “but you ’ve 
got to control yourself.”
“The w ay you controlled yourself,” Susan said.
“You ’re mocking me now, but that’s what I mean, I had to control 
myself, and I ’ve learned.”
“I’ve nothing to control,” Susan said. She stripped o ff the black 
dress. The wet fabric stuck and she jerked it free. Close to her ear, a
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couple o f threads gave a little screeching rip. “I’ve got to find something 
lighter. It’s god-awfully hot down there.”
“W hite,” her m other said. “White would be correct.”
Susan looked at her, shrugged, and took a white pique out o f the
closet.
“Are you all right?”
“I'm fine,” Susan said. “I’m  great.”
She put the white pique dress across a chair and sat down on her bed. 
It’s springs squeaked gently. She stretched out and stared up at the 
crocheted tester and felt her sweat-moistened skin turn cool in the air. 
She pulled her slip and her bra down to her waist and lay perfectly still.
Abruptly she thought: I f there were a camera right over me, it 
would take a picture o f five eyes: the two in m y head, the one in m y navel, 
and the two on m y breasts. Five eyes staring up at the ceiling.
She rolled over on her stomach.
It was a foolish thing to think. Very foolish. She never seemed 
to have the proper thoughts or feelings. Her mother now, she had the 
right thoughts, everybody knew they were right. But Susan didn’t...
Like now. She ought to be more upset now. She ought to be in 
tears over the telegram. She’d found it stuck in the crack o f the door this 
morning. “Have been informed Harold was killed at Quang Tri last 
Thursday.” She should have felt something. W hen her m other got the 
news o f her father's death in Korea, the neighbors said you could hear 
her scream for a block; they found her huddled on the floor, stretched 
out flat and small as she could be with the bulging womb that held an 
almost completed baby named Susan.
Susan lifted her head and looked at the picture on her night tab le. 
It was a colored photograph o f her father, the same one her m other had 
painted into a portrait to hang over the living room fireplace. Susan used 
to spend hours staring into that small frame, trying to sharpen the fuzzy 
colored lines into the shape o f a man. She’d never been quite able to do 
that; the only definite thing she knew about him  was the sharp white 
lines o f his grave m arker in Arlington.
“That picture looks ju st exactly like him ,” her m other would say. 
“I almost think he’ll speak to me. I’m so glad you can know what your 
father looked like.”
And Susan never said: I still don’t know. I never will.
And this whole thing now, her mourning for Harold, it was wrong. All 
wrong. She hadn’t evenknow nhim veryw ell. H ew asju stan iceb oy from  
school, a tall thin boy who worked in the A&P on Saturdays and liked to 
play pool on Sundays, who had a clear light tenor and sang solo parts 
with her in  the glee club. His father worked for the telephone company 
and they lived on the other side o f town on Millwood Street— she knew 
that much. He’d finished high school a year ago and he’d asked her to
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his senior prom, though she hadn’t expected him  to. On the w ay home, 
he offered her his class ring. “You can take it,” he said. She could see 
his long narrow head in  the light from  the porch. “T ill I get out o f the 
army."
“Or some other girl wants it.”
“Yeah .”
Because she couldn ’t think o f anything else, she said: “Okay, I’ll 
keep it for you. I f  you want it, ju st write and I’ll send it to you .”
That was how she got the ring. She never wore it, and he didn’t 
ask for it back. She didn ’t even see him  again. H is fam ily m oved away 
to the north part o f the state, to Laurel, and Harold went there on his 
leaves. He didn’t come back to town and he didn’t call her. He did send 
a chain to w ear the ring on it— it was far too big for her finger— from  
California. She wrote him  a thank-you note the very same day. But he 
didn ’t answer, and the ring and the chain hung on the back o f her dresser 
mirror. He w as ju s t a boy she knew who went in  the army. He w as ju st 
a boy whose ring she w as keeping.
M aybe he’d told his parents something more. W hy else would 
they wire her? And what had he told them? A ll o f a sudden there were 
things she couldn ’t ask. The world had changed while she wasn’t 
looking.
And Harold Carter was killed. Harold w as the name o f an English 
king, and he w as killed somewhere too. Now there w as another Harold 
dead. How m any had there been in between? Thousands o f Harolds, 
thousands o f different battles...
Her m other opened the door so quickly it slipped from  her hand 
and smashed into the wall. The dresser m irror shivered and the class 
ring swung gently on its chain. “Susan, I thought, I ju st thought o f 
som ething...”
W hat, Susan asked silently. Did you forget the extra ice? 
Som ething like that? W ill people have to have warm  drinks?
“You ’re acting very strangely. I’ve never seen you act like this... 
D id something go on that shouldn’t have? Tell m e.”
Susan tossed a hairbrush from  hand to hand. “Maybe it’s m e,” 
she said, “but I ju s t don’t know what people are talking about anym ore.”
“A ll right,” her m other said, “you make me put it this way. Are 
you going to have a baby?”
Susan stared at the broken edges o f the bristles, and she began 
to giggle. “Harold left a year ago. M other.”
“Oh,” her m other said, “oh oh oh.” And she backed out the door.
Susan said after her, sending her words along the em pty hall 
where there was nobody to hear them: “That was you who was pregnant. 
And it was another war.”
She put on some m ore perfume; her flushed skin burned at its 
touch. She glanced again at the photograph o f her father.
You look kind o f frozen there. But then I guess you really are. 
Frozen at twenty-three. Smile and crooked cap and all.
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And Susan remembered her grandmother sitting on the porch in 
the sun, eyes hooded like a bird’s, fingers like birds’ claws. Senility that 
came and went, like a shade going up and down. “He don’t look nothing 
like the pictures,” she said. She always called her dead son-in-law he, 
never used his name. “Never looked like that, not dead, not alive.” The 
one hand that was not paralyzed waved at an invisible fly. “Died and 
went to glory, that boy. Those pictures your mother likes, they're 
pictures o f him in glory. Nothing more nor less than glory.”
The old woman was dead now too. There weren’t any pictures of 
her. She’d gone on so long she fell apart, inch by inch o f skin. A ll the 
dissolution visible outside the grave...
Susan breathed on the glass front o f her father’s picture and 
polished it with the hem o f her slip. The young glorious dead... like 
Harold. Only she didn’t have a picture o f Harold. And she didn’t really 
remember what he looked like.
She could hear the creak o f cane rockers on the porch, the soft m umbling 
o f m en ’s talk. She stood by the screen to listen.
“I’ll tell you,” Harry Benson, the druggist, was sitting in the big 
chair, the one with the fancy scrolled back. “They called us an 
amphibious unit and put us ashore and they forgot about us. Tw o weeks 
with nothing to do but keep alive on that beach.”
That would be Okinawa. She had heard about his Okinawa.
“And after a while some o f the guys got nervous. If they found a 
Jap still alive they’d work him over good, shoot him seven or eight times, 
just to see him jump. They kind o f thought it was fun, I guess.”
“Hold it a minute, Harry,” Ed Watkins, who was the railroad 
agent, said, “Here’s Susan.”
They both stood up. They ’d never done that before.
“We were talking about our wars, honey,” Mr. Benson said. “I’m 
afraid we were.”
“That’s all right,” Susan said. “I don’t m ind.”
“It was crazy, plain crazy,” Mr. Watkins said. ‘Like that guy, must 
have been ’51 or ’52.”
“Ed, look," Mr. Benson said. “Maybe we ought to stop talking 
about this.”
“Nothing so bad... This guy, I don’t think I ever knew his name, 
he was just another guy. And in those days you remember how they 
came down in waves from the North. You could hear them m iles away, 
yelling and blowing horns. So, this time, you could hear them like 
always, and this guy, the one I didn ’t know a name for, he puts a pistol 
right under his jaw  and blows the top o f his head off. The sergeant just 
looked at him, and all he can say is, ‘Jesus Christ, that son o f a bitch bled 
all over my gun.’”
“Hard to believe things like that now,” Mr. Benson said.
“I believe them,” Susan said. “Excuse me, I have something to do 
in the kitchen."
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She had to pass through the dining room. Mrs. Benson still had 
a sherry glass in  her hand, her cheeks were getting flushed and her eyes 
were very bright. Mrs. W atkins had switched from  sherry to whiskey and 
was putting m ore ice in  her highball. Susan’s m other poured herself 
coffee.
Susan thought: Mrs. Benson’s going to have an awful sheriy 
hangover and Mrs. W atkins’ ulcer is going to start hurting from  the 
whiskey and m y m other’s drunk about twenty cups o f coffee today and 
that’s going to make her sick...
She only said, “I’m  ju st passing through."
But she found herself stopping to look at the telegram. A t the 
shape o f the letters and the way they went on the page. A t the w ay it was 
signed: “Mr. and Mrs. Carter.” She thought again how strange that was. 
They were both big hearty people— “Call me M ike,” Mr. Carter said to all 
the kids. “W e ’re Mike and Ida here.” Now all o f a sudden they were 
formal.
Like a wedding invitation, Susan thought suddenly. Only just 
the opposite.
She reached out and touched the paper. It crackled slightly 
under her fingers. She went on rubbing her thumb across the almost 
smooth surface, watching the sweat o f her skin begin to stain the yellow 
paper. A  little stain, a little mark, but one that would grow if she kept 
at it.
That was the end o f Harold Carter, she thought. He ended in the 
crisp, crunchy feel o f a piece o f paper. A  tall thin boy w ho’d taken her 
to a dance and given her a ring that was too big for her. A ll that was left 
o f him  was a piece o f paper.
She’d send the ring back to his parents. Maybe they’d like to have 
it.
Or maybe they’d rather she kept it. But keeping it would be 
keeping him. A ll o f a sudden she saw the ring hanging on the side o f her 
dresser m irror, and she looked into its blue stone and w ay down in its 
synthetic depths she saw tiny little Harold, germ-sized and far away. As 
she looked he w inked out.
She put the telegram  down. “I really was ju st going to the 
kitchen."
“You ’re not wearing your ring,” Mrs. W atkins said.
“No,” she said, “No, I never did wear it.”
“You m ust be so upset,” Mrs. Benson sipped delicately at the edge 
o f the yellow  sheriy. “Just like your poor m other.”
“I w asn ’t married to him ," Susan said, “it’s different.”
Her m other was standing next to her, hand on her shoulder. “You 
would have m arried him .”
“No,” Susan said, “no, I don’t think so.”
“O f course you would have.” Her m other was firm. “W hy else 
would he have given you the ring?”
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Susan started to say: Because he didn't have anybody else to give 
it to and he couldn’t give it to his mother.
Her mother went on patting her shoulder. “W e should be proud 
o f them, Susan. Harold was a fine young m an.”
W as he? She didn’t have heart to say that aloud either. Did he 
shoot people to see them squirm? Did he pull the trigger against his own 
head with fear?
“The young men are so heroic,” her m other said. The two women 
murmured consent. Her mother would know; her m other had lost a 
husband in a war, she would know.
A ll the brave young men that die in their glory, Susan thought. 
And leave rings to girls they hardly knew, and pictures on m antels in 
houses where they never lived. Rings that don’t fit and pictures that 
don’t resemble them.
“Harold was an English king,” she said aloud.
“Yes, dear,” her mother said patiently. “That’s history.”
Harold Carter didn’t get to sit on porches and remember, the way 
W atkins and Benson were doing now. He hadn’t got to do anything, 
except go to high school and die. But then, you didn’t really know that 
either, Susan thought. Your really didn’t know what he did out there, 
what memories he might have brought back inside his head.
Mrs. W atkins repeated, “All the young men are so brave."
“No,” Susan said abruptly. “Not my father, and not Harold. They 
weren ’t brave, they ju st got caught.”
In the silence she could hear the soft wheeze o f their astonished 
breaths, and, as she turned, the creak o f old boards under her heel. 
“They don’t die in glory.” The words came out sounding like her speech 
at the Senior Debating Society. “They just die dead. Anyway, I was on 
m y way to fix a cup o f tea.”
Nobody followed her to the kitchen, ju st the little ribbon o f sound 
from her high heels on the bare boards, and the linoleum. She flipped 
on the fire under the kettle, decided it would take too long and began to 
heat some water in a pan. Her feet hurt; she kicked o ff her shoes. The 
water warmed and she poured it over the instant tea. There were no 
lemons in the refrigerator; she remembered suddenly that there weren’t 
any oranges on the dining room table either, that today had been 
m arketing day and nobody had gone.
She put sugar in the tea and tasted it. It was barely warm and 
nasty, salty almost. She’d forgotten to rinse the dishes again. She would 
drink it anyway, while she made another proper cup. She put the flame 
back under the kettle. She pushed open the screen door and went out 
on the kitchen porch.
It was very small, just wide enough for one person to pass 
between the railing and the garbage can that always stood there. She’d 
often argued with her mother over that. “Put it in the yard, it ju st brings 
flies into the house.” “A  clean can,” her m other said, “does not attract 
flies." And the can stayed.
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She sat down on  the railing, wondering i f  it would leave a stripe 
on her white dress. She decided she didn’t care. She sipped the cold tea 
and stared out into the back yard, at the sweet peas grow ing along the 
wire fence, at the yellow  painted boards on the house next door.
She was still staring over there, not seeing anything in particular, 
not thinking anything at all, when Mr. Benson came around the com er 
o f the house. He walked across the backyard  and stopped, finally, one 
foot on the bottom  step.
“You left the g irls  in quite a state back there,” he said.
So they had rushed to the porch to tell the men... Susan didn’t 
take her eyes o ff the sweet peas, the soft gentle colors o f the sweet peas. 
“They get upset real easy.”
“I reckon they do,” he said, “and they quiet down real easy too.”
She began to sw ing her leg slowly. I shouldn’t have left m y shoes 
in the kitchen, she thought. I’ll ruin m y stockings out here.
“I take it he w asn ’t even a very good friend o f yours,” Mr. Benson
said.
“You ’d take it right.” Because that sounded rude, she added 
quickly: “Nobody understands that. He was ju st a boy I knew.”
“Shouldn’t be so hard to understand.”
“It’s like a w ake in there, and that’s silly."
“W ell,” Mr. Benson said, “he was nineteen and m aybe when it ’s 
som ebody that young, you don’t even have to know him  to m ourn after 
h im .”
“He was twenty.” Susan looked at Mr. Benson then, the short 
stocky man, w ith a fringe o f black hair around his ears and a sweaty pink 
skull shining in  the heat. His eyes, buried in folds o f puffy skin, were 
small sharp points o f blue. M y father m ight have looked like that, she 
thought.
“Tw enty ’s still pretty young,” he said.
“Th is whole th ing is m y mother. The m inute she saw the telegram 
all she could th ink o f is how history is repeating itself. She’s called 
everybody, even people she doesn’t like.”
“I know your m other,” Mr. Benson said.
“And that dying in glory talk .” Susan hopped o ff the railing and 
leaned against it, palm s pressing the rough wood. T h a t ’s all I ever hear. 
M y m other knows those stories— the ones you were telling on the porch—  
she knows it’s awful and stupid and terrible.”
“No,” Mr. Benson said, “it isn’t awful.” He pulled a cigarette 
holder form  his pocket and began to suck it. “I gave up smoking and this 
is all I got left... You ’re wrong, child, but maybe the stories don’t say it 
clear enough.”
Susan said slowly, “You talk about it all the time, any tim e.”
He nodded slowly and the empty cigarette holder whistled in the 
hot afternoon air. “Because it was the m ost glorious thing ever happened 
to us.”
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“Too bad you can’t tell Harold,” she said.
“Take Harold now.” Mr. Benson’svoicew asdullandm onotonous, 
singsonging in the heat. “He didn’t have to jo in  up right out o f high 
school. Draft calls been pretty low around here lately.”
“He knew he was going to have to, that’s why.”
“It don’t happen like that.” He blew through the cigarette holder 
again, then tapped it on his palm. “Always seem to m e like men have got 
to have their war. I had to have m ine twenty-five years ago. W hen you ’re 
in it maybe it’s different, but you got to go. Once you hear about it, you 
got to go to it.”
“That doesn’t make any sense to m e,” Susan said. “None.” 
“Even when you ’re in it, you know that i f  you live, you ’re going to 
remem ber it all the rest o f your life. And you know that i f  there was 
another war and you were young enough, you ’d go again.”
“That’s stupid,” Susan said.
“Maybe. You forget places you ’ve been andyou forget wom en you 
had, but you don’t forget fighting.”
Behind her the tea kettle gave a shriek. He glanced up. “Sounds 
like your water is boiling.”
“Yes,” she said, “I’ll see to it.”
He nodded and walked away, leaving a light smell o f bourbon 
behind him. He turned once, lifted his hands, palms up in a little 
shrugging gesture.
She made her tea. As if she was obeying a set o f rules. Th ings 
were beginning to feel less strange to her. Even the talk about Harold 
didn’t seem as silly as it had.
I’m  beginning not to mind, she thought, but it’s still all m ixed up. 
He was the sort o f boy I could have married, but I didn’t even know him. 
And that’s lucky for me. Otherwise I might be like my mother. His being 
dead doesn’t really change anything for me. I’ll get married after a while 
to somebody as good as him or even better...
She drank her tea slowly; she was sad and happy at once. Harold 
was a young man who had died. He didn’t leave a memory behind, he 
didn ’t leave anything. He was ju st gone and there wasn’t even a m ark 
at the place where he had been.
Her mother stood in the door. “Do you feel well enough to come back in, 
child?”
Susan chuckled, a quiet little self-contented chuckle. 
“Whatever is funny, child?”
“You ’re having such a good time. Mother, you haven’t had such 
a good time in ages."
“Well, really.”
“You ’re alive and I’m  alive and Harold’s not alive.”
“That’s horrible.”
“Sure.”
124 V ie t n a m  G e n e r a t io n
She followed her m other across the waxed linoleum. “Wait, I’ve 
got to put m y shoes on.”
There ju s t isn ’t anything, she thought. I’m  sorry, Harold. I hope 
it wasn’t too bad and I hope it d idn ’t hurt too much. You and m y father. 
I bet your parents have your picture on the mantel too.
Her shoes were on now and she straightened up.
“Good-by,” she said in a very light whisper. “You poor bastard.” 
And she went inside to jo in  the people.
